The History of the Marconi Company 

W J Baker 

London: Methuen 1970 pp 400 price £5 
This book just had to be written, for the history of the Marconi 
Company is the whole 20th century story of radio and radar 
and electronic entertainment. Marconi = radio. No one 
else was in the picture in the early days and it was the circum- 
stance of war that enabled the USA to catch up and then lead in 
some fields. Is it generally known that RCA was originally the 
American branch of Marconi and David Sarnoff was an assis- 
tant to H J Round? 

The book is not a biography of a man but a company. 
Marconi’s personality was not of outstanding interest; in a 
world of remarkable characters chosen by him, most of them 
defiant Britishers who were contemptuous of bureaucracy — 
one has only to mention P P Eckersley to older radio men to set 
their pulse rates soaring — Gulielmo Marconi was comparatively 
minor though he was the boss to whom his assistants were 
dedicated and the one whose inventive and enthusiastic driving 
force in effect created radio. Probably his most significant 
contribution was his insistence on risk expenditure on research 
and development and his choice of only the best researchers. 
The chiefs of research have been notable from H J Round 
(bright-emitter valves, positive feedback circuitry and so on, 
117 patents altogether and not a single British academic or 
civic honour) to today’s Eric Eastwood, who of course func- 
tions in a much wider context. 

The author is the Marconi Company’s technical editor 
(Research) and he has spent years on what is indeed a great 
achievement. He has maintained a readable balance between 
technicalities, business and political affairs (mergers, takeovers, 
patents, litigation) and personalities. Of these the men are now 
dead who took part in such extraordinary adventures as the 
leading of camel trains in China to convey heavy and irre- 
placeable gear, stories deserving a Hammond Innes to relate. 
But these men are only just dead and I met one or two myself. 
The early operators are also dead or dying for the most part. 
They inhabited an exciting world of a babel of noise from the 
excruciating rasp of spark transmitters to the musical notes of 
converters and the high whine of valve oscillators, a crowded 
ether in which they learned to identify just one required signal. 
And when telephony came a new dimension was added, antici- 
pated by Round in 1913. 

The sequence of events with its frustrations and the inspira- 
tion and dogged determination that solved problems that 
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physicists said could not be solved makes a narrative with 
many lessons for modern industrially oriented technologists. 
The accuracy cannot be questioned and the fairness must be 
commended. Though the story is about the Marconi Company 
the author’s justice takes the book out of the category of mere 
company history. It is more than that; it is a history of indus- 
trial electronics as applied to communication and entertain- 
ment. 

One criticism must be made, and it is a common one: the 
index though long is inadequate for a book of reference. 
‘Thermionic valve’ does not appear; nor does ‘reaction’ or 
‘regeneration’, the basis of early amplification and oscillation. 
These are merely examples. A professional indexer should be 
instructed to make a new and fuller index. Apart from this it is 
a book that is a necessity for every public, academic and in- 
dustrial (electronics) library. C L BOLTZ 


